Coast Guard Gunners' Mate



Coast Guardsmen don't fire their weapons in anger very often, but Gunner's Mates make sure those
weapons will be there to put steel in the Coast Guard motto "Semper Paratus" - Always Ready.

Story and photo
by PA1 Rick Woods

Coast Guardsmen don't fire
their weapons in anger very
often, but Gunner's Mates make
sure those weapons will be there
to put steel in the Coast Guard
motto "Always Ready."

The Gunner's Mate must be an
expert in everything from small
arms to rocket launchers. Even
the flares used during night
search and rescue missions are
responsibilities of the Gunner's
Mate. GMs operate, maintain and
repair all gunnery equipment and
handle ammunition.

Chief Petty Officer Sean
McDonald can tear down and
rebuild a Colt M1911 .45 caliber
automatic pistol in two minutes,
27 seconds. "I used to challenge
students to try to beat me for a
case of soft drinks (when he was
an instructor at Coast Guard GM
(A) school). The bet made it fun,
and the competition was good for
getting students used to handling
the .45," he said.

"That's fun, that's training, but
we take our rate very seriously.
We don't allow ourselves to relax
when we're around weapons,"
McDonald added.

Chief Petty Officer Thomas
Earnhardt doesn't talk much
about the Silver and Bronze Stars
or the Purple Hearts and 24
other awards that he's earned in
a career that took him to Viet-
nam for seven years, among other
assignments.

However, he does talk about the
Coast Guard's many missions,
with day-to-day responsibilities
including search and rescue, aids
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to marine and air navigation,
U.S. law enforcement, and, as one
of the armed forces, military
readiness. Coast Guard units and
the men and women who staff
them must be ready to perform
tasks related to any or all of
those missions any day.

The people who work with
Coast Guard weapons must be
confident, meticulous, highly-
motivated individuals who work
well alone or in teams. Good GMs
should be mechanically inclined,
and school classes in
mathematics, electricity, physics
and shopwork are good
background training.

Gunner's Mate (A) school is at
Yorktown, Va. In eleven weeks of
school trainees learn basic elec-
tronics and electricity, hydraulics

and optics fundamentals, and
small arms use and maintenance.

McDonald said, "The job of the
Coast Guard GM has changed
dramatically. Ten years ago we
used a gun system on our
378-foot cutters that was designed
before World War II. Now the
Coast Guard is changing to a
76mm automatic cannon that
fires 86 rounds per minute for
primary defense of its largest cut-
ters." The control system for the
Mark 75 automatic cannon is
almost entirely handled by digital
electronic computers linked to the
ships' combat systems.

Aboard the 270-foot Coast
Guard Cutter Harriet Lane, Gun-
ner's Mate Chief Petty Officer
Douglas Coveny, chief of the
weapons department, heads a
team of four Gunner's Mates who
maintain a 76mm cannon,
machine guns, torpedo and chaff
launchers, an arsenal of small
arms, and magazines full of am-
munition and pyrotechnics. He
said, "Besides maintaining our
own weapons, signalling and
search and rescue equipment, a
GM is there on every boarding of
a vessel. The GM records the
serial numbers of all weapons
found, makes sure those weapons
are unloaded and explosives on
the vessel are handled safely."

For Coveny and the weapons
specialists aboard Coast Guard
Cutter Harriet Lane, the spotless
ammunition magazines, gleaming
rifle and cannon barrels, and
well-oiled small arms are an
unspoken message. Their care
and attention to detail speak of
the pride of the Coast Guard
Gunner's Mate. O